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Under current federal law, some individuals are prohibited from buying and possessing 
guns for reasons such as prior felony conviction, history of domestic abuse, or invol-
untary commitment for mental health treatment. Licensed gun dealers are required 
to conduct a background check for every gun sale in order to ensure that they are not 
selling guns to prohibited purchasers.

However, a substantial gap in the law allows unlicensed sellers—such as private indi-
viduals who sell guns online, at gun shows, or anywhere else—to sell guns without 
first conducting a background check. This means that prohibited purchasers can easily 
evade the law by buying guns through private transactions.

•	 A 2017 study found that 22 percent of gun owners who obtained their most recent 
gun within the past two years did so using a transaction that did not include a 
background check. The same study also found that 50 percent of gun owners who 
acquired their most recent gun through a private sale—rather than from a licensed 
gun dealer—within the past two years did so in a transaction that did not include a 
background check.1

Universal background checks are an effective way to help reduce gun violence and gun 
trafficking.

•	 When Connecticut implemented a law requiring individuals to obtain a permit 
and undergo a background check before buying a handgun, gun-related homicides 
in the state fell 40 percent. When Missouri repealed a similar law, its gun 
homicides rose 25 percent.2

•	 A 2009 study found that intrastate gun trafficking was 48 percent lower in states that 
required background checks for private handgun sales.3

So far, 19 states and the District of Columbia have acted to require background checks 
for all handgun sales.4
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